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FLORIDA LEGISLATIVE COMMITTEES:
THEIR GROWTH SINCE 1822
by ALLEN MORRIS

N

of the thirteen members of Florida’s first Legislative
Council had reached Pensacola to take the oath of office on
July 22, 1822.1 Officers were elected the following day, and a committee of two was appointed to advise Governor William P.
DuVal that the council was ready to proceed to business.2 On
the same day that the governor’s message was received by the
council, segments of it were referred to committees of four members “with authority to report by bill or otherwise” on matters
relating to the judiciary and revenue.3 In immediate succession,
other committees of three to five members were appointed to
consider “the propriety of fixing the future seat of government,”
to draft a bill to “determine the qualifications of voters for
Delegate to Congress,” and to determine the expediency of incorporating the cities of St. Augustine and Pensacola. 4 The
council also created a committee of three to prepare its rules.
Councilman Edward Law of St. Augustine presented a petition
from the Protestant Episcopal congregation of St. Augustine
“praying for a limited charter.” The petition was referred to
Law and to his colleague George Murray, also of St. Augustine,
“with authority to report thereon, by bill or otherwise.“5 Councilman William R. Reynolds of St. Augustine presented a petition
from “sundry inhabitants” there, “praying a limitation to contracts not under seal,” which was referred to the judiciary committee. 6
INE

Allen Morris is clerk of the Florida House of Representatives and has
been an observer of its proceedings since the session of 1941. He
acknowledges the research assistance of Mrs. Lois Sadler, assistant clerk,
and of Miss Mary McRory, Florida State Library.
1. Pensacola Floridian, July 27, 1822. For a history of the 1822 Legislative
Council, see Allen Morris and Amelia Rea Maguire, “Beginnings of
Popular Government in Florida,” Florida Historical Quarterly, LVII
(July 1978), 19-38.
2. Morris and Maguire, “Beginnings of Popular Government,” 19-38.
3. Ibid.
4. Ibid.
5. Ibid.
6. Ibid.
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Thus, within the span of a day, the unicameral Legislative
Council had adopted a lasting foundation for the Florida House
of Representatives based upon both standing and select committees and for leaving to local delegations the determining of
what should be done about matters of a strictly hometown nature.
All this came naturally to most, if not all, members of the
council for the procedure was rooted in the English Parliament,
transplanted to America by the Virginia, Maryland, and Pennsylvania colonial assemblies, and finally adopted for the Congress
of the United States. On that foundation of 1822 there has
grown, in answer to the growth of population and the increase
of social demands, changes in the influence and role of the
standing committees. The years also have seen an expansion of
the political power of the speaker and of committee chairmen.
And there has been superimposed upon the traditional standing
committee system in recent years a super-committee, the Committee on Rules and Calendar.
Standing committees are created with a life at least of the
two-year term of a house, now two regular sessions, and usually
carried over from one election of a house to the next with
perhaps a change of name. The membership will change. Select
committees are those established either by the speaker in his
own right or by the speaker with the consent of the house, as
temporary bodies to perform a specific task. Unless given the
power by action of the house, a select committee cannot initiate
legislation. Standing subcommittees are appointed by the speaker,
after consultation with the chairmen of parent committees. Their
membership is drawn from that of the parent standing committee.
Select subcommittees may be appointed by committee chairmen,
usually for short-term inquiries. Another type of select committee
is the conference committee to adjust differences between the
house and the senate over a specific piece of legislation. While
conference committees meet jointly, they are composed of two
committees, one from each house, with the majority votes of each
necessary to an agreement.
Jameson reports the first fully developed standing committee
of the modern American style was created in the English Parliament of 1592-1593.7 Parliament in 1653 began a systematic effort
7. J. F. Jameson, “The Origin of the Standing Committee System in
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to refer business to committees by categories, much as does Florida
today. Prior committees either were committees of the whole or
select committees appointed to draft a specific statute. Standing
committees of the Florida 1822 legislative session were created on
a need basis, but the following year, when the Council met in St.
Augustine, rules were adopted which provided for the following
committees, each with three members: Finance, Judiciary, Militia,
Claims, Enrolled Bills, Contingent Expenses of the Council, and,
Location of the Seat of Government. 8 Of these committees,
only Judiciary remains in existence today by the same name,
while two others have similar names: Finance is now Finance and
Taxation, and Contingent Expenses of the Council has become
House Administration. Claims has been absorbed by Judiciary.
When Florida became a state in 1845, there were twenty-six
counties, and the legislature was bicameral. The house had eleven
committees of no fewer than five members each.9 These included
Agriculture, Claims, Corporations, Elections, Enrolled Bills, Finance and Public Accounts, Internal Improvements, Judiciary,
Militia, Propositions and Grievances, and Schools and Colleges.
There were many small differences in the number of commitees from the eleven of 1845, to the thirteen of 1856. Indian Affairs
had been added in 1852.10 Federal Relations, as created in 1845,
became Confederate Relations in 1861, was revived as Federal
Relations in 1865, and passed out of existence in 1868.11 Commerce and Navigation and State of the Commonwealth were
added in 1858.12 The recognition of urban needs came in 1868
with the creation of a Committee on City and County Organization. 13 The 1868 house also found need for Committees on
Public Lands, Railroads, Public Printing, State Institutions, and
Legislative Expenditures. 14
As a reflection of a matter of passing concern or to satisfy a
member or an industry with a special legislative interest, standing
committees have been appointed with a short life. For example,

8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.

American Legislative Bodies,” Annual Report of the American Historical
Association, 1893 (Washington, 1894), 393-99.
St. Augustine East Florida Herald, May 31, 1823.
Florida House Journal, June 1845, 17.
Ibid., 1852, 22.
Ibid., 1854, 31; 1861, 37-38.
Ibid., 1858, 56.
Ibid., 1868, 46.
Ibid.
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Abolition Societies (1836 session), Post Routes (1887-1889),
Woman’s Suffrage (1919), Ranges and Cutover Lands (1919), Aviation and Radio (1929, thereafter split), Realtors and Agents
(1927-1929), Americanism (1941-1943), Efficiency (1925, 19411943), Lobbying (1941-1943), Women’s Rights (1945), Social
Security (1951-1953), Red Tide (1955), Executive Communications (1965) and Mental Health and Retardation (1969-1970).
Committees with the same or similar responsibilities may bear
different names in different sessions. The choice of nomenclature
has been that of the speaker. For instance, the committee responsible for overseeing the legal sale of beer, wine, and liquor
has been known variously as the Committee on Temperance and
the Committee on Alcoholic Beverages. When the pari-mutuel
industry was added, the committee became Regulated Industries
and Licensing. The pari-mutuel committee had been known variously as Public Amusements and Pari-mutuel Affairs; Commerce
has been called Manpower and Development; Ethics has been
Standards and Conduct, House Administration and Conduct,
and Ethics and Elections. House Administration also has been
styled Contingent Expenses of the Council, House Management,
Efficiency, and Legislative Expenditures.
There has been a correlation between the number of counties,
house members, and committees. As counties were created, the
number of house members increased. However, there was a cap
from 1845 until 1925 on committee membership from not less
than five nor more than nine. This ceiling forced the creation of
additional committees. So while the house had need for more
committees because of the growth of the state, there also was the
political necessity. For this reason there was a reluctance to
abandon committees no longer needed. For example, the Committee on Indian Affairs, created in 1852, still was in existence in
1925. Then, as now, many members felt constituents would gauge
their legislative importance by the number of committee appointments listed on their letterhead. There was also a patronage
aspect; chairmen could influence the selection of, if not outright
appoint, committee secretaries and other staff.
The apex in committee growth came in 1931 when there were
seventy-six standing committees for the ninety-five members from
sixty-seven counties.15 Thirty-eight committee chairmen and forty15. Ibid., 1931, 13-15, 40, 46.
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two vice chairmen were first-termers. Of the ninety-five members,
only six were not appointed either as a chairman or vice chairman. The political rather than the legislative need for the number of committees may be inferred from the fact that twenty-one
of the committees in 1931 never had a bill referred to them.
Seven others received only one bill. Whatever hometown political
advantage may have accrued from appointment as a chairman,
vice chairman, or as a member on a committee regarded as
prestigious cannot be said, but for one undetermined reason or
another twenty-eight of the chairmen did not return for the 1933
session nor did twenty-nine of the vice chairmen.
In 1931 the ceiling on committee membership had been
raised to seventeen.16 Ten committees had from thirteen to seventeen members; nine had eleven members; twenty-seven had nine
members, and thirty had a membership of seven or less, but no
committee had fewer than five members. From the seventy-six of
1931, the number of committees dropped session after session
until the bottoming out with eighteen committees for 120 members during the biennium of 1974-1976.17
There were two events during the 1947 session which indicated
a restiveness among the members over the number of committees.
There were, for example, four judiciary committees, named
Judiciary A, B, C, and D. 18 These, and other overlapping jurisdictions, led to almost daily floor debates over the speaker’s referrals. The house authorized a study of house rules preparatory
to a general revision for the 1949 session.19 This study showed
many committees with little or no purpose. During the same
session, four members, including former Speaker Richard H.
Simpson, introduced a resolution, which was adopted, urging a
reduction to thirteen committees.20 The subsequent rules revision, effective in the 1949 session, reduced the number of committees from fifty-five in 1947, to a minimum of twenty-two and
21
a maximum of thirty in 1949. Speaker Perry E. Murray opted
22
for thirty. This reduction was flawed however, because the
16. Ibid.
17. Ibid., Organization Session, 1974, 6.
18. Ibid., 1947, 36.
19. Ibid., 1436-37.
20. Ibid., 491-92, 507, 542.
21. Ibid., 1949, 32.
22. Ibid., 11-13.
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speaker was not limited in the number of members he could appoint to committees and, in an effort to satisfy requests for assignment to the prestigious committees, he named more members
than could be accommodated in available rooms. This, in part,
resulted in the return to fifty-six committees in 1951.23 Another
reduction came in 1967 with thirty-three committees (still with
Judiciary A, B, C, and D).24 There was a drop to twenty-nine for
the annual session of 1969-1970, and twenty in 1971-1972 and
1973-1974, despite an increase from 119 to 120 in the number of
house members.25 After the low of eighteen in 1975-1976, the
number increased to twenty-two in 1977-1978, twenty-three in
1979-1980, and twenty-four in 1981-1982.26
An important change in the life of committees and of the
house itself came in 1955 when Speaker Thomas E. (Ted) David
scheduled meetings of committees and appointments of members
so that no person served on committees with conflicting hours.27
By so doing, David also did away with the necessity for proxy
28
voting. Incidentally helpful to committees, the speaker caused
for the first time the printing of all general bills, with sufficient
copies for legislators and the public. 29 Since 1913 there has been
a rule stating “all meetings of all committees of the House shall
be open to the public at all times.” Until 1967, conference committees met in closed session because the senate had no rule requiring public meetings. Its public meetings rule was adopted in
1967, and conference committees became open.
Another notable change occurred in 1966 when the voters
ratified a constitutional amendment which required the legislature to convene one week (now, two weeks) after the November
general election for the purpose of organization.30 The election
of officers and adoption of rules made it possible for the speaker
to appoint committees and for these committees to meet during
the interim before the convening of the regular session in April,
23. Ibid., 1951, 24.
24. Ibid., 1967, 10.
25. Ibid., Organization Session, 1968, 10-11: Organization Session, 1970, 8-9;
Organization Session, 1972, 8.
26. Ibid., Organization Session, 1974, 6; Organization Session, 1976, 10; Organization Session, 1978, 10; Organization Session, 1980, 8.
27. Ibid., 1955, 28.
28. Ibid., 29.
29. Ibid., 24.
30. Florida Constitution (1885), Article III, Section 3(a).
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unless changed by law for odd-numbered years as has been done
for reapportionment years. This meant speakers could refer bills
for committee consideration before the regular session began.
Prior to the establishment of organization sessions in 1966, the
speaker would announce his committee selections on either the
first or second day of the convening of the regular session in April.
He might indicate earlier his choice for the chairmen of the
Committee on Appropriations and the Committee on Finance
and Taxation because these persons needed to brief themselves in
advance of the session. Otherwise, the announcements waited
until the speaker was formally installed. Most members learned
then for the first time what their responsibilities would be during
the session. This meant that committees could not organize until
well into the first week. This, and the absence for most committees
of technical staff, contributed to their lack of time to do much
more with bills than to take the word of proponents or opponents
before making a judgment.
Speakers must consider carefully the makeup of committees;
their decisions well may determine the public and colleague acceptance of their administration. A measure could be taken of
the speaker’s strengths. Elected through the political process, he
must give preference to the desires of his supporters. He must
search out those with the talent adequate to chair a committee,
while also taking geographical representation into consideration.
Other factors enter his decision-making, and when appointments
have been made, the speaker, by showing his hand, has surrendered a portion of his clout. An example of how that power
was exercised occurred during 1965 when E. C. Rowell was
speaker.31 Rowell was committed to Representative George G.
Stone as his successor. Before each Democratic member learned
his committee assignments, Rowell called him into his office and
asked whether he intended to vote for Stone in the Democratic
caucus. Stone was present at some if not all of the confrontations.
“I laid the limb on them,” Rowell recalled. Stone won the
nomination, but was killed in an automobile accident before
election.
Speaker Donald L. Tucker of Tallahassee said he attempted
to heed the requests of members for committee assignments as
31.

Interview with E. C. Rowell, August 17, 1981.
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best he could, and “everybody received at least one committee
they asked for.“32 Tucker observed that speakers had to be careful to balance the assignments or otherwise the neglect of one
geographical section could result in its members joining the Republicans, after that party became a major factor in Florida
politics, in a coalition uncomfortable for the speaker. Tucker
regarded Appropriations, Finance and Taxation, and Education
as the major committees (Rules being composed of the chairmen
of the other committees), and he endeavored particularly to
achieve a good geographical and political balance on these.
Tucker noted that Representative James L. Redman, who had
opposed him for renomination, subsequently was appointed chairman of the Committee on Education.
Seniority in the sense of its usage in the United States Congress
is not a significant factor in appointments to Florida legislative
committees. This is mainly because of the turnover in the membership of the house; the typical representative serves two terms.
Longevity in service receives consideration primarily because of
the experience this gives a member. Also, in a house whose members in 1981 were predominantly Democrats, no Republican held
a chairmanship. This policy reduced the size of the pool of senior
members available for appointments to chair committees. In
1981, of the seven most senior members of the house, two were
chairmen.
Appointment to what may be regarded as a major committee
could be ascribed undue importance. This is so because members
of lesser committees have achieved expertise that has served them
outside the legislature. A member who is an attorney and dedicates himself to legislation in a specialized field of the law, say
the law of condominiums or of public utilities, may carve out a
profitable private practice. It is true, however, that this practice
may be limited by the 1976 Sunshine Amendment of the Florida
Constitution, which forbids any legislator from representing another person or entity before any non-judicial state agency during
the legislator’s term and for two years thereafter.33
The following table shows the party representation since 1965

32. Interview with Donald L. Tucker, August 4, 1981.
33. Florida Constitution, Article II, Section 8(e), ratified November 1976.
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Regular
Session Speaker

Party

House
membership
by party
number and
percentage

Rules

Committee members by party
number and percentage
Finance
Appropriation

1965 E. C. Rowell
Biennial Session

Democrats
Republicans

102
10

91.1%
8.9%

22
0

100.0%
0

23
0

100.0%
0

1967 Ralph Turlington
Biennial Session

Democrats
Republicans
Democrats
Republicans

80
39
77
42

67.2%
32.8%
64.7%
35.3%

21
3

87.5%
12.5%

19
6

18
3

85.7%
14.3%

Democrats
Republicans

81
38

68.1%
31.9%

25
3

Democrats
Republicans
Democrats
Republicans

77 64.2%
43 35.8%
86 71.60%
34 28.3%

1977 Donald L. Tucker
Second Term

Democrats
Republicans

93 77.5%
27 22.5%

1979 J. Hyatt Brown
First Session

Democrats
Republicans

89
31

74.1%
25.9%

27
6

81.8%
18.2%

27
4

1981 Ralph H. Haben, Jr.
First Session

Democrats
Republicans

81
39

67.5%
32.5%

29
6

82.9%
17.1%

34
5

1969 Frederick Schultz
First Annual Session
1971
First
1973
First
1975
First

Richard A. Pettigrew
Session
Terrell Sessums
Session
Donald L. Tucker
Session

Published by STARS, 1982

76.0%
24.0%

22
0
21
5

100.0%
0
80.8%
19.2%

17
7

70.8%
29.2%

12
3

80.0%
20.0%

89.3%
10.7%

21
6

77.8%
22.2%

18
7

72.0%
28.0%

25
4

86.2%
13.8%

23
6

79.3%
20.7%

18
9

66.7%
33.3%

22
4

84.6%
15.4%

23
5

82.1%
17.9%

12
5

70.6%
29.4%

26
6

81.3%
18.7%

24 82.8%
5 17.2%

13
5

72.2%
27.7%

87.1%
12.9%

19
4

82.6%
17.4%

85.3%
14.7%

22
5

77.3%
22.7%
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in the house, by number and percentage and on three major committees:34
Typical of the starting point of speakers generally, Speaker
William V. Chappell, Jr., had sent a pre-session questionnaire in
1961, which asked prospective members to indicate in numerical
choice “at least sixteen committees of not more than two in any
of the eight groups.” Chappell also asked those responding to
his questionnaire to state “the background or experience in the
subject over which committee you prefer has jurisdiction.“35
Speaker Richard A. Pettigrew in 1970 sent out the questionnaire but built his committee structure with more weight given
to the legislation he favored than to personalities. “I picked
heavy-hitters who could advance the program,” explained Pettigrew. A philosophical difference with Pettigrew over taxation
ended the long tenure of Representative James H. Sweeny, Jr.,
who had served as chairman of the Committee on Finance and
Taxation for seven sessions. Dropped from the committee,
Sweeny did not run for reelection. Pettigrew gave much attention
also to the selection of staff directors. He consulted with the
chairmen about the kinds of people they would want as members,
and he was influenced by talent, seniority, and geographical
balance. In one instance, seniority gave the edge to a member who
was appointed, however, with the understanding that the vice
chairman, regarded by Pettigrew as more gifted in that area,
would shoulder the responsibility for moving the bill which
would be the principal work product of the committee that
session.36
To take advantage of the post-1966 ability to appoint standing
committees for the interim, Speaker Frederick H. Schultz in
1969 instituted full-time staffs for committees. In prior years,
the staff of a standing committee was recruited by the committee chairman at the beginning of the session. “Staff” usually
meant the committee’s secretary. Staff directors and analysts
became routine with the Schultz program. In 1981, each of
the house twenty-four standing committees had year-round
staff ranging in number from three to sixteen persons.37 Thus,
34.
35.
36.
37.

Compiled by Lois Sadler, assistant clerk of the house.
William V. Chappell, Jr., questionnaire in files of clerk of the house.
Florida House Journal, Special Session, February 1971, 91; interview with
Richard A. Pettigrew, August 3, 1981.
Figures from office of Committee on House Administration.
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members had the first word, through the origination of bills in
committee, to the last word, the voting on legislation. After the
first meetings of the new interim committees, Schultz wrote the
members of the house: “In all likelihood, wider notice of proposed legislation and scheduled committee consideration of this
legislation has been given during this interim than is possible
during a regular session. I think it is safe to say that committees
have had more time for the consideration of prefiled bills than is
possible during the days of a session. Too, a comprehensive
Interim Calendar has been sent to every Member of the House,
plus every person and organization asking to be placed on the
mailing list. . . . Again, the point is that the members of the
Legislature and of the public quite likely have a better opportunity to learn of legislation and to express themselves than is
possible during a session. I have stressed everywhere I have had
the chance to do so that the committees are neither rehearsing
nor wheel-spinning. Their actions are very much for real. With
your help, the House of Representatives in 1969 will be able for
the first time in the state’s history to meet its responsibility as a
full partner in the government.“38
In resisting the reduction of the number of committees in
1949 and in 1969, it was argued that speakers would lose control.
For example, consolidation of four judiciary committees into
one committee reduced the ability of the speaker to refer a
judiciary bill either to a committee known to him to be friendly
or hostile to the bill. (Judiciary D was recognized in a number of
sessions as the speaker’s “killer committee.“) On the other hand
was the fact that today’s speakers are less susceptible to efforts by
members to have a bill sent to a certain committee since choice
has been reduced.
Yet speakers have retained very considerable powers, written
and unwritten. Chairmen, members, staff, and every house employee serve at his pleasure; he may appoint additional members
of a committee or remove committee members; he assigns office
space for committees and parking space for members; determines
where members shall sit in the chamber; controls the budget
of a committee; and he keeps the “goody book,” a listing of outof-state conferences which chairmen, members, and staff may wish
38. Memorandum from Speaker Frederick H. Schultz to house members,
January 21, 1969.
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to attend. Perhaps more important than a speaker’s power to
reward or punish are the persuasive qualities of leadership which
caused his fellows to choose him in the first place.
Speaker Donald Tucker, who was renominated for a second
term on January 14, 1976, replaced the next day a chairman who
had not supported him at the Democratic caucus.39 When the
house reorganized for his second term, he did not reappoint still
another chairman whom he felt had failed him. In 1951, Speaker
B. Elliott overnight in the seventh week of the session appointed
six additional members to the Committee on Public Amusements
which in its original membership had indicated it would report
unfavorably a bill in which he was very interested.40
Responding to complaints that some past chairmen had been
overbearing, Speaker J. Hyatt Brown in 1979 caused to be adopted
a rule that allowed chairmen to be removed either by the speaker
“for cause” or upon a petition signed by two-thirds of the members of the committee, exclusive of the chairman, and ratified by
majority vote of the whole house.41
With the reduction in the number of standing committees it
became apparent that they could not cope adequately with the
business referred to them. In 1967, there were 1,792 general bills
and joint resolutions (state constitutional amendments) introduced; in 1969, 1,846; in 1970, 2,183; in 1971, 1,842.42 An example
of the committee work load occurred in 1972 when Chairman
Terrell Sessums of the Committee on Education, explaining why
a certain bill had not been heard, told the house that the bill had
been “agendaed” but not reached on February 21, again “agendaed” and again not reached on March 1, and again “agendaed”
for March 2, having meantime achieved sixth place on the list of
bills for consideration by the education committee. Sessums said
the committee had acted on forty-four bills and still had 112.
Despite Sessums’s statement of good intentions, because of the expiration of the time allowed in committee after request for hearing had been given by the sponsor under the rule, the bill auto-

39.
40.
41.
42.

Letter from Speaker Tucker to Representative Barry Kutun, January 15,
1976.
Florida House Journal, 1951, 1059.
Ibid., 1979, 10-11.
Records of Clerk of the House.
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Senator Scott Kelly, left, of Lakeland, goes over Road Commissioner bill with
House committee members Cecil G. Costin, Jr. of Gulf County (center) and
Ralph A. Erickson, of Sarasota County. 1961.
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Representative Ben Hill Griffin, of Polk County, (standing) is pictured
with Representative H. E. Lancaster, Gilchrist County, (seated, left) and Representative William Wadsworth, of Flagler County. 1961.
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matically was removed from the committee and placed on the
calendar on a point of order.43
This overload resulted in the creation of subcommittees, first
on an ad hoc or informal basis within committees; then in 1974,
formally, with subcommittees given the power to report bills
favorably, unfavorably, or favorably with amendments to the
parent committee.44 A bill reported unfavorably could be reconsidered in the parent committee upon the request of any
member of the committee agreed to, without debate, by a majority. In 1980, this was changed to require a two-thirds vote for
the parent committee consideration.45 Also in 1980 there was
written into the rules a 1971 precedent which declared that the
reference of a bill to a subcommittee constituted “action.“46 This
effectively nullified the ability of a member to cause the withdrawal from committee and placement on the calendar of any
bills on which a committee had not acted within fourteen days
(thirty in Appropriations or Finance and Taxation).
There were forty-six standing subcommittees in 1981 with an
average membership of six. This meant four members constituted
a quorum and three a majority in the reporting of a bill. The
rule requires subcommittees of not less than five members. Those
subcommittees which had five members, and in 1981 five did,
could qualify for a quorum with three members present and two
members would be a majority. Thus, a member whose pet bill
has been killed by a two-member majority of a subcommittee well
might regard himself as not better off than in the years prior to
the reorganization of committees in 1969. An answer, however,
might be that the decision of a two-member majority of a subcommittee will be reviewed by the parent committee.47 It is technically true that the judgment of a committee could be reviewed
by the house, but it has seldom given the two-thirds vote necessary
to revive a bill killed in committee. When a motion is made to
take a bill from the table, the issue is changed from considering
the merits of a bill to maintaining the integrity of the committee
system. Many members who may be in favor of a measure will
vote against its revival because, as members themselves of three or
43.
44.
45.
46.
47.

Florida House Journal, 1972, 525.
Ibid., Organization Session, 1974, 7.
Ibid., 1980, 241.
Ibid., 133.
Ibid., 241.
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more committees, they feel that support of committee judgments
is simply more important than taking the bill from the table.
In the beginning and for many years, committees were only
advisory. A committee could report a bill unfavorably, but it
nevertheless went on the calendar. A period of transition began
in 1907 when the rules required the chairman of a committee
unfavorably reporting a bill to move for its indefinite postponement when that bill was reached on the calendar.48 In 1931, the
rule again was modified. The bill would then be laid on the
table unless the committee, or one of its members, or any representative, within five days after the committee report, requested
the bill’s reference to the calendar.49 This request would be
honored without the necessity of a motion. In 1933, the rule was
changed to reduce the number of days to two and to require a
majority vote. 50 In 1941, the rule was tightened to require a twothirds vote.51
In 1953, the rule again was changed to substantially the present language. A bill unfavorably reported would be laid on the
table, although it could be placed on the calendar on the motion
of any member, if it was also agreed to by a two-thirds vote.52
Such a motion is seldom made since the regular calendar has
become a shelf listing of bills available to the Committee on Rules
and Calendar in making up the Special Order Calendar. Except
by waiver of the rules, rarely accomplished, the house considers
only bills placed on the Special Order Calendar. Incidentally,
relatively few bills placed on the Special Order Calendar fail to
pass. For the 1981 session, 413 bills were placed on the Special
Order Calendar, and 372, or ninety per cent, were considered and
passed by the house. Seven bills failed of passage, and thirty-four
others were disposed of by being withdrawn, recommitted to
standing committees, or by other action. Significant is the fact
that every bill placed on the Special Order Calendar, 413, was
considered in some matter by the house through floor action. In
1980, the number taken up, withdrawn, or recommitted, was 514
or ninety-four per cent of those on the Special Order Calendar;
48.
49.
50.
51.
52.

Florida House Rules, 1907 Session, Rule 53.
Ibid., 1931 Session, Rule 71.
Ibid., 1933 Session, Rule 70.
Ibid., 1941 Session, Rule 73.
Ibid., 1953 Session, Rule 72.
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in 1979, 548 or ninety-two per cent; and in 1978, 569 or eighty-six
per cent.53
Ratification of the 1966 constitutional amendment requiring
the organization session in November also made possible another
significant change in legislative activities. This change was the
evolution of the Committee on Rules and Calendar as the gatekeeper on what and when the house might consider the bills that
had been reported favorably, or had been withdrawn from the
committees of reference. Prior to the organization amendment,
there was a period of a week or more of the nine-week session
when relatively little was done in the chamber after the election
of officers and the receiving of the Governor’s message. The reason
for this chamber inactivity was that virtually all the work was
being done in committees. With the organization amendment,
committees commenced producing legislation months in advance
of the convening of the session. Because of their nature, the first
bills usually to reach the calendar still were of a noncontroversial
nature. It was pointed out to Speaker Schultz that if some bills
could be taken up out of order in the first days of the session,
giving preference to newsworthy legislation, it might assure the
people of Florida that their legislators were meaningfully employed. The rule was then revised allowing the Committee on
Rules and Calendar to submit for each day beginning with the
first day of the session a Special Order Calendar in 1969 and 1970,
not to exceed three bills or joint resolutions. The house would
then take up the Regular Order Calendar.54
The Eagleton Institute of Politics at Rutgers University, in a
survey of the Florida legislature after the three-bill rule was
adopted, but before the first session of its use, applauded the
innovation. The non-controversial bills of the first days, Eagleton
found, caused members to be lulled into “a state of lethargy.” By
bringing significant legislation before the house each day from
the start of a session, “the Rules Committee will help to create an
atmosphere of seriousness of purpose and commitment. . . . Furthermore in a House which annually [sic] indoctrinates a large
number of new legislators, such a procedure should enable fresh53. Compiled by Edith McLendon, Lou Dorlag, and Anne Buchan of the
clerk’s staff.
54. Florida House Rules, 1969-1970 Sessions, Rule 6.10.
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men members to acquire quickly a sense of participation in the
molding of significant state policy.“55
The three-bill rule worked outso well that in 1971 Speaker
Pettigrew had the rule amended so as to delete the three-bill
limitation.56 This effectively put the business of the house in the
hands of the Committee on Rules and Calendar.57 It was also
declared that the chairman of each standing committee would
serve as an ex officio member of the Committee on Rules and
Calendar. This has been continued. In announcing the change,
Pettigrew told the house: “The Rules and Calendar Committee
will no longer be a power broker’s committee but a committee
responsible for insuring an orderly handling of the work product
of each committee. Each chairman well be responsible for getting
his committee’s major work product on the floor for debate in
accordance with a prescribed schedule. Members will have more
advance notice than ever before of the calendar to be considered.”
The rule, however, provided that a Special Order Calendar
was good only for the day specified. The chairman of the rules
committee, like other chairmen, possessed considerable discretionary authority in setting the Special Order Calendar. And the
chairman, not the rules committee, determined the order of the
bills listed on the Special Order Calendar. These two traditional
powers vested extraordinary authority in the rules chairman as he
sifted the grist from all of the other committees of the house. As
a frustrated respresentative once exclaimed, “there is too much
politics in politics,” and the Special Order Calendar lent itself to
manipulation.58 A member whose bill was on today’s Special
Order Calendar might find it missing from tomorrow’s. Or, a bill
which had advanced close to the top of today’s Special Order
might be found near the bottom tomorrow.
A critic of what he described as the “power functions” of the
house’s leaders, former Representative Tom R. Moore, once
identified the chairman of the Committee on Rules and Calendar
as second only to the speaker, a most powerful representative.59
55. C. Lynwood Smith, Jr., Strengthening the Florida Legislature, (Rutgers
University Press, 1970).
56. Florida House Rules, 1971-1972 Sessions, Rule 6.10.
57. Florida House Journal, Organization Session, 1970, 10.
58. Representative J. Troy Peacock, Jackson County, during 1947 session,
The Florida Handbook, 1949-1950 (Tallahassee, 1949), 97.
59. Tom R. Moore, “The Power Within,” Florida State University Law
Review, V (Fall 1977), 611-13.
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“If he remains in favor of his elected presiding officer, this individual exercises substantial control over the flow of legislation
to the chamber floor.” Moore noted that the Special Order
Calendar was the procedural device for effectuating this control.
For example, he cited his bill of the 1976 session, relating to
mobile homes, which the minority leader (a Republican) caused
to be placed on the Special Order Calendar as an accommodation
to Moore, a Democrat. Moore wrote that the bill “was listed for
several days on the Special Order Calendar and then removed
with little chance of ever again appearing there.” Moore said his
bill ultimately became law only because, at his request, another
Republican legislator agreed to amend the text into a bill which
the other legislator had on the same subject.
According to Moore, the Special Order Calendar was important because a bill usually will not be placed on this calendar
“if the chair of the committee reporting it actively opposes it,
since committee chairs tend to establish collectively a policy of
‘you stay out of my bailiwick and I’ll stay out of yours.’” Moore
made public his complaints about the method of compiling the
Special Order Calendar, but other members grumbled. This may
have contributed to the change of house leadership in the Democratic caucus of April 12, 1977, which saw the nomination of
J. Hyatt Brown for speaker.
When Ralph H. Haben, Jr., a Brown lieutenant, became
chairman of the Committee on Rules and Calendar for the 1979
regular session, he pledged that once a bill was placed on the
Special Order Calendar it would remain, moving up as bills ahead
60
of it were disposed of. This policy was followed when Haben became speaker for the 1981 regular session and Samuel P. Bell, III,
was appointed chairman of the rules committee. In addition to
standing committee chairmen, the rules committee was composed
in 1981 of the majority and minority leaders, the speaker pro
tempore, minority leader pro tempore, majority whip, minority
whip, and three other members of the minority party— a total of
thirty-five committee members.
The entrusting of the Calendar to the Committee on Rules
and Calendar had slowly evolved from the problems of considering an ever increasing volume of legislation spawned by a
60.

Chairman Ralph H. Haben, Jr. to rules committee, December 5, 1978.
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growing state during a session limited by the Constitution to
sixty days, including Saturdays and Sundays. This caused agitation for a relaxing of the rules on taking up bills out of order. In
1907, the rules required unanimous consent to accomplish this,
unless the bill was one of “public importance” and its consideration had been requested by a committee.61
By 1923 the rules committee (calendar was added to the title
in 1937) was given the authority to report special rules, subject to
approval of the house by majority vote, to “some general head of
business” rather than specific bills.62 Such a special order had a
life of only one legislative day. In 1931, the rules committee set
aside two weeks for the consideration of bills relating to finance
and taxation, education, and banking. Two years later, the first
mention was made of a Special Order Calendar; House Rule 24-A
provided “the Rules Committee may, from day to day, during the
last fourteen days of the session, submit a special order calendar
for the consideration of the House.” The rule was amended in
1937 to extend control of the Committee on Rules and Calendar
to the last twenty-five days; in 1955 to the last thirty days; and in
1963 to the last forty days. The rule was then amended in 1969 to
give the rules committee control of the calendar for the entire
session with the three-bill limitation during the first thirty days.
This limitation was deleted in 1971.
Under the revised rules of 1949, bills left over from a day’s
Special Order Calendar went to the head of the regular calendar
if they were not first placed on the next day’s Special Order
Calendar. Representative Moore found in this the “first indication that the ‘Special Order Calendar’ had some political implication beyond the mere ‘public importance’ of the legislation.
The intent of the 1907 Rules to expedite consideration of ‘bills
of public importance’had by 1949 become a mechanism to manipulate priority of numerous individual bills even though some
clearly were not important enough to make their way back onto
the Special Order Calendar for the ‘next legislative day.’“63
Four kinds of calendars have been used in the house since
1969. For convenience, they have been color-coded. The regular
61. Florida House Rules, 1907 Session, Rule 32.
62. Ibid., 1923 Session, Rule 25.
63. Memorandum by Representative Tom R. Moore, “The ‘Special Order
Calendar’ in Historical Perspective,” 1976, 3.
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Calendar, utilized primarily to give notice of committee meetings,
is white; the Special Order Calendar is pink; Local Bill Calendar
is blue; and Consent Calendar is yellow. The Local Bill and Consent Calendars may be used once or twice in a regular session.
Meetings of the rules committee to set the end-of-the-session
order of business during the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s took various
patterns, but were always extremely tense. Getting on the
Special Order Calendar often could mean the realization or
dashing of hopes for two years by proponents of pending legislation. Under some rules chairmen in the 1940s, a rules meeting
resembled the frantic scene of the Chicago commodities exchange,
with members and lobbyists in the crowded committee room
shouting out bill numbers in the hope of their being accepted. In
later years, more orderly schemes were used. During the chairmanship in 1963 of William V. Chappell, Jr., afterwards speaker, the
rules committee was split into subcommittees of three members
which brought in recommendations for the calendar. When E. C.
Rowell, a former speaker, was chairman, each member of the
committee in rotation was given the opportunity of putting a bill
on the calendar for the regular sessions of 1967, 1969, and 1970.
But even in the 1970s anxiety and confusion often attended the
making up of the Special Order Calendar. Murray H. Dubbin,
chairman 1971-1974 of the rules committee, once said: “I start
walking down the corridor and I end up getting papered— you
know, people shoving papers at me, stuffing them in my pockets.”
The papers were reminders of legislation for the Special Order
Calendar.64 Regardless of the procedure, it always was understood
that the current speaker had the right to place a number of bills
at the top of the Special Order Calendar. In several instances in
the 1960s there was a suspicion that the speaker’s aide conveying
the daily list had added bills on his own. In two such instances
this practice came to an end when the rules chairman had the list
verified personally with the speaker.
A memorandum to the clerk of the house from the staff director of the rules committee detailed the procedure to be followed
for the 1981 session: for a bill to reach the Special Order Calendar, it had to have been reported favorably by all committees
of reference. This meant the bill had reached the regular calendar
64.

Interview with Murray H. Dubbin, Miami Herald, May 30, 1971.

Published by STARS, 1982

27

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 61 [1982], No. 2, Art. 3
144

F LORIDA H ISTORICAL QUARTERLY

where it was available for consideration by the rules and calendar committee. The committee voted to require all general
bills, concurrent and joint resolutions, and memorials to have a
special order request form signed by the chairmen of all committees of reference of those measures. Bills filed by minority party
members needed the initials of the minority leader.65 Local bills
passed out of their committees of reference were automatically
placed on a Local Bill Calendar which was heard on two occasions
during the session. These bills did not require special order request forms. The agenda of bills to be placed on the Special Order
Calendar was presented by Samuel P. Bell, III, chairman of the
Committee on Rules and Calendar, who had developed his agenda
based upon requests from the majority and minority leadership,
committee chairmen, members, departments, the governor and
cabinet members, and various lobbyists. To insure the accuracy
of lists kept in preparation for establishing the agenda, Bell also
reviewed the computer printouts of bill titles and numbers. This
provided a means for confirming that all bills on the agenda were
in fact on the calendar. Once the decision was made about bills
to be placed on the agenda, the rules and calendar committee
met at the call of the chairman. It would then vote on whether
bills on the agenda should be placed on the Special Order Calendar. On rare occasions, a bill would be added to or deleted
from the chairman’s original agenda. Bills voted on favorably by
the committee would be added to the Special Order Calendar in
sequence determined by the chairman. Bills already on the Special
Order Calendar were not deleted or reordered without a floor vote
or vote in committee.
The prerogatives of any standing committee chairman are unwritten, but in time they have gained the force of rules. The
chairman decides the bills to be considered at a meeting so notice
may be given members and the public, determines their order on
the agenda, and may elect at his pleasure to give priority to
legislators present by taking up their bills out of order. He could,
but likely will not, delay the reporting of committee action to the
clerk of the house, thereby stalling its availability for further
action. Representative Marshall S. Harris, as chairman of the
65. Memorandum to clerk from John B. Phelps, staff director, Committee
on Rules and Calendar, August 13, 1981.
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Committee on Appropriations for the sessions of 1971-1974, held
his members in session until late at night to cope with the volume
of bills referred to Appropriations. He also put at the end of the
agenda those measures he did not favor in the hope that some
sponsors might weary and leave as midnight neared. Speaker
Terrell Sessums had such a bill. While speakers usually enjoy the
privilege of being heard first if they find it necessary to attend a
committee meeting, Harris did not extend that courtesy to
Sessums. After having been delayed past midnight, Sessums caused
the adoption of a new house rule forbidding any committee meeting to last beyond 10 p.m. “unless granted special leave by the
Speaker to do so.”
Until the organization session of 1980, committee members
often were confronted by “proposed committee bills.” Generally,
these were drafted by staff at the request of the chairman, and
since they were not bills in the usual sense, not having been introduced, many never appeared on the agenda. When the chairman
announced that the committee would take up this proposed bill,
he possessed a considerable advantage over the members of his
committee, for in all likelihood they never had heard of the
measure, much less having had the opportunity to read it. This so
irritated Representative Ralph H. Haben, Jr., that before he
formally became speaker in November 1980, he had a rule drafted
to require PCBs to be agendaed publicly as other bills, with copies
sent all members of a committee, other legislators, and the public.66
Representative Moore, a member of the 1976-1978 house, described the Committee on Appropriations and the Committee on
Finance and Taxation as “super committees.“67 They were two
of the maximum of three committees to which a speaker could
refer a bill. The speaker has unlimited discretion in deciding
whether a measure should be referred to one or another or both
of those committees for a determination of fiscal impact. A motion
to withdraw a bill from these committees (as with others) requires a two-thirds vote, and the-bill then has to face the hurdle
of the Committee on Rules and Calendar.
In 1981, there were 963 general bills referred to committees;
of these, 493 were referred to the Committee on Appropriations
66.
67.

Florida House Rules, 1981-1982 Sessions, Rule 6.17.
Moore, “The Power Within,” 613.
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and 112 died in that committee. The Committee on Finance and
Taxation received 104 referrals, with forty-two remaining at the
end of the session. Those figures contain duplications since the
speaker referred some bills to both committees. Also, there are
duplications from senate bills having been acted upon and their
house companions being left in committee.68
Moore complained that the two committees often “rehash
substantive matters on controversial bills which have been
thoroughly debated in public hearings before other committees.”69 An extreme example of a chairman overriding not only
his committee but both the house and the senate occurred in 1945
when the chairman went home, and the original bill, passed by
the senate twenty-nine to three could not be found. The chairman
appeared to have exercised a pocket veto. This happened on the
next to the last day of the session, forestalling the passage of a
new bill through both houses. Instead, the house entered in the
journal the affidavit of the clerk of the house that “diligent and
exhaustive search” had failed to locate the original but that the
quadruplicate copy then in her possession was “an exact carbon
copy.” The house proceeded to pass the copy by a vote of seventyone to three and certified the measure to the senate for consideration of a house amendment. The senate journal does not show the
receiving of the copy. In any event, it was conceded at the time
that the passage of the copy was symbolic for only the original
bill could be recognized.70
With all bills now being photographically reproduced it still
is regarded as essential to have the original bill before the commitee or the house when action is being taken. It is the original
bill, with the notations by the clerk of the house and secretary of
the senate, that goes to the governor and secretary of stare. This
bill is accompanied by a copy enrolled on rag paper. This copy
is signed in attestation by the speaker and clerk and the president
and secretary.
The broad power of house committees to oversee the functioning of government was established in court decisions stemming
from the controversies in 1969 between the Democratic Party
leadership with Republican Governor Claude R. Kirk, Jr. The
68. Figures from records of the clerk.
69. Moore, “The Power Within,” 613.
70. Florida House Journal, 1945, 1188-90.
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Florida Supreme Court quoted the United States Supreme Court
which had found that the power of committees “compasses inquiries concerning the administration of existing laws as well as
proposed or possibly needed statutes. It includes surveys of defects in our social, economic or political system for the purpose of
enabling Congress to remedy them.“71
Thus the legislation which emerges from the House of Representatives has been put through a double screen beginning with
standing committees. The second examination is by the Committee on Rules and Calendar in its present role as gatekeeper.
Woodrow Wilson, writing as a graduate student of political
science, would have found in the system in Florida the counterpart of the United States House of Representatives which he
described as government by standing committees: “It legislates
in its committee rooms; not by the determinations of majorities,
but by the resolutions of specially commissioned minorities.“72
Yet it would be a mistake to believe the Florida House of Representatives meets as a whole only to ratify the decisions of its
committees. Floor debate is an educational process which the unprepared committee chairman faces at his peril as the chamber
sponsor. Debate may spawn amendments which will materially
alter the bill. Debate may change votes but the committees are
the first and highest hurdle. Offensive as the system may seem to
those who believe in pure majorities, the committee system is the
only way of coping in a relatively short session with the mass of
proposed laws.
71. Hagaman v. Andrews, Florida Supreme Court, 232 So. 201.
72. Woodrow Wilson, Congressional Government (Cleveland, 1956, originally
published, 1885), 62, 82.
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